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The Social Psychology of Love and Attraction
Abstract

Princess Braxton–Davis
McNair Scholar

Love is a universal emotion that has become
the basis of marriage and family for many societies, which researchers continue to explore. This
research will add to the knowledge of interpersonal romantic attraction, further exposing love’s
complex nature. Dr. Earl Naumann’s (2001)
survey in his book, Love at First Sight, served
as a model for the survey utilized in this study. A
total of 206 students at a Midwestern university
were surveyed. Midwestern university students
were sampled in two ways: first an e-mail was
sent to the professor of every third class from the
Spring semester schedule with at least 10 students
in each class, and second, students were asked to
participate in the study around campus. Students
were at least 18 years of age. They were asked
to identify what characteristics drew them to their
partner or person of interest.
Keywords: interpersonal romantic relationships, romance, attraction, love, dating
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Love and attraction appear to be universal emotions. Romantic love has been the
norm since eighteenth-century Europe,
when we began connecting marriage with
romance (Lamanna & Reidmann, 2009),
but confluent love is on the rise in Western
society (Giddens, 1992). Romantic love refers to that which perpetuates gender stereotypes of the breadwinning father and
homemaking mother; these roles remain
persistent throughout the relationship. It
is a love that is supposed to stand the test
of time, enduring all hardship. Romantic
love emphasizes being in love with a certain individual, “the one.” On the other
hand, there is confluent love that is more
flexible with the roles that individuals play,
and it emphasizes a relationship in which
the growth of each person is important.
The process of two individuals connecting in a meaningful way is particularly fascinating. Love and attraction in the Western world is seen as foundational to the
formation and continuation of family, the
basic bond between families. An ideology
common to Western society is “Love at First
Sight.” While the majority of Americans
believe in this phenomenon, those with
higher levels of education are least likely
to believe in and have this experience.
Dr. Earl Naumann (2001) illustrated this
point in his book, Love at First Sight, based
on research on a sample from the general
U.S. population.
In order to form a relationship, there
must be some type of attraction, either
physically or on a personality level. Initial attraction to a potential mate is highly
associated with physical attractiveness.
Many researchers have found this physical trait to be a major determinant in the
dating and relationship process (Luo &
Zhang, 2009; Simon, Aikins, & Prinstein,
2008; Langlois, Rogmann, & ReiserDanner, 1990). Even during the earliest
stages of life, infants show a preference
for attractive faces (Langlois, Rogmann,
& Rieser-Danner, 1990). Smith (1985)
demonstrated similar results by showing
that preferential treatment was shown toward the prettiest preschooler peers. Syn-

der, Berscheid, and Glick (1985) showed
evidence that high self-monitors showed
more interest in the physical appearance
of their potential mates. For example,
high self-monitors would be very self-conscious about their own appearance and
would try to look their best at all times,
whereas low self-monitors typically would
not care as much. Clothing and cosmetics
can enhance one’s physical attractiveness,
in turn creating a greater commodity on
the dating market (Williamson & Hewitt,
1986; Buss, 1998). Physical attractiveness
has a strong impact over the lifespan, affecting love and attraction.
Aging is negatively associated with the
physical attractiveness. Margolin and
White (1987) demonstrated that husbands actually become less attracted to
their wives as their beauty fades, which
negatively affects men’s sexual and overall relationship satisfaction. While physical attractiveness is valued highly by both
sexes, males show a higher preference for
beauty than do females (Stiles, Gibbons,
Harardottir, & Schnellman, 1987; Buss,
1998; Townsend & Levy, 1990; Feingold,
1990; Margolin & White, 1987; Sprecher, 1989; Nevid, 1984). It is evident that
physical attractiveness influences who
dates whom, but by no means is it the sole
force of attraction.

sites at times do attract, but people who
share similar ideologies not only attract,
but tend to have longer lasting and more
harmonious relationships than those who
do not (Buunk & Bosman, 1985; Lemay,
Jr., & Clark, 2008). Leitner and Klion
(1986) extended this finding to individuals with similar levels of self-esteem for
those who had high self-esteem. People
who share attitudinal similarity in essence
share similar behavioral patterns. For instance, individuals who have a sedentary
lifestyle may be overweight and seek out
an overweight partner, just as an athletic
type may seek out another athletic type,
especially for younger and elderly couples
(Schafer & Keith, 1990; Kalick & Hamilton III, 1986). Similarity proves to be
another great promoter of attraction.

There are a multitude of other factors
that contribute to love and attraction besides physical attraction, including physiology and similarity. An example of the
former is the effect of pheromones subliminally signaling attraction to a potential mate by men and women (Miller &
Maner, 2009; Cutler, Friedman, & McCoy, 1998; Foster, 2008). Another example of the biological aspect of attraction
is evident when the body is in a high state
of physiological arousal, inducing the perception of others as being more attractive
and sexually desirable (Meston & Frolich,
2003; Allen Kenrick, Linder, & McCall,
1989; Cohen, Waugh, & Place, 1985).
Pheromones and attractiveness are only
sufficient for initial attraction, and the
passion that it causes will fade with time.
These variables are not shown to lend
substance to a relationship.

What influences attraction between
two individuals cannot be understood
without identifying the context in which
it occurs. The context can be seen among
nations or within one’s own culture. Tang
and Zuo (2000) illustrated this point by
revealing that Americans are more likely
to begin dating earlier, date more often,
and become sexually active with their
partners than are the Chinese, suggesting
that the Chinese have a more restrictive
attitude toward their youth being involved
in intimate relationships than do Americans. Oner (2000) found that Turkish
university students who exhibited more
future orientation reported less relationship satisfaction versus those who were
present oriented and reported being more
content in their relationships, but sought
out many short-term relationships. Contrary to these results, a similar study conducted by Sakalli-Ugurlu (2003) found
that those who are highly future oriented
were more likely to report greater relationship satisfaction. What people are
physically attracted to can be manipulated through music lyrics (Carpentier,
Knoblick-Westerick, & Blumhoff, 2007).
Sexually explicit lyrics are connected to
people zeroing in on a potential mate’s
physical attributes rather than personality
or other traits in attraction. Qualities that
may be appealing in one setting may be
negligible in another and vice versa.

Research has shown similarity to be an
integral part of a relationship that contributes to love and attraction. Oppo-

In Love at First Sight, Dr. Earl Naumann
(2001) combined various perspectives to
study the phenomenon of love and at-

traction. The surveys he implemented
integrated items that called for information about what attracted each individual to the person he or she fell in love
with at first sight. These items included
physical attractiveness, similarity, ethnicity/race, education level, personal demographic information, and so forth. The
present study used a modified version of
the survey that he utilized to gain more
comprehensive insight into how students
became attracted to their potential mates.
The results of this study from a sample
of Midwestern university students will be
compared to his findings.
We predicted that physical attractiveness and similarity would be the strongest
predictors of attraction, in that order.
Personality is developed through a person’s identity, which is shaped by his/her
perspectives on life, so we expect two people who share ideologies will have similar
personalities. Similarity is also measured
through demographic information about
the participants and the person they fell
in love with.
Methods
Participants
A total of 206 university students at a
Midwestern university who were at least
18 years of age participated in the study.
One survey was discarded because the
person reported an unrealistic response
of being in love more than 1,300 times.
There was no way to verify what this exaggeration could mean.
Procedure
The proposed study utilized a modified
version of the aided survey published in
the index of Love at First Sight. The survey
was given to the 250 university students
in classrooms, in the student center, and
in the library to diversify the range of students. As in the Naumann study, there
was a pre-screening for age, and only students over 18 years of age were able to
participate in the study. Every third class
was randomly chosen from the spring roster to participate in the study. Students
were approached at random and asked
to participate in the proposed study or
prompted in a classroom setting. The survey was collected after a 10 to 15 minute
7
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administration period. Participants’ identities were protected. The data were recorded with an identifying number rather
than a name to represent the participants
in the study.

Row Variable

Relationship

Measures
The attraction of love at first sight and
progressive love relationships were mea	
  
sured on Naumann and Associates’s questionnaire through demographic, physical,
and personality traits (among others).

Column Variable

p-value

Falling in Love

.000**

Religion

.075*

Ethnic group

.475

Racial background

.227

** p < .05, * p < .10
Table 1. The Fisher’s Exact summary statistics for determining whether there is an association
between the row and column variables are given in the table above.

Results
Preliminary analyses of data were taken from the descriptive statistics. Roughly, 79% of students chose personality over
both physical and career/achievement
traits as being the most influential in their
attraction to the other person. The majority of the participants reported being
in love (81%); the smile was named the
most attractive physical feature (93%).
Fun was the most desirable personality trait, as reported by 98% of students.
The most common location of initial attraction was in an educational setting
(33%), and second was through a friend
or at a friend’s place. A total of 72% of
students reported that they were raised by
both biological parents.
Further analyses were conducted using
the Chi-Squared Test of Significance (see
Table 1). There was a relationship between the response variable, “What was
the outcome of that experience of love?”
and, “Are you now or have you ever been
in love?” (Figure 1). A weak relationship
was found between being in a relationship
and religion of the other person (Figure
2). There was also no relationship between being in a relationship and ethnicity of the other person (Figure 3). There
was no relationship between being in a
relationship and race of the other person
(Figure 4). Even though there is no statistical significance between the type of family structure the student was raised in, the
frequency shows that out of the 72% being raised by both biological parents, approximately 60% of those individuals reported ending up in a relationship. There
is a similar situation for the participants’
parents’ marital status, with a frequency
of nearly 68%; of that group, about 56%
reported ending up in a relationship.
8
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Figure 1. Likelihood of entering into a relationship if a participant fell in love.

	
  

	
  

Figure 2. Likelihood of entering into a relationship if a participant fell in love with someone of
the same or different religion.

Discussion
Our hypothesis, that physical attractiveness and similarity would be most
influential in producing attraction, was
partially supported by the frequencies
of attracting a potential mate. However,
physical attractiveness was not the most
sought after trait for the person of interest as hypothesized, but rather it was
only second to personality, which was reported to be most desirable. Therefore,
personality was a stronger determinant of
attraction that led to falling in love than
physical attraction. The fact that more
students chose personality as being a
more important factor of attraction could
be due to social desirability. In other
words, students could have reported being attracted to the other personality so
that they do not appear shallow in the researchers’ eyes. However, I propose that
the students’ responses are accurate. Everyone takes notice when there is an attractive person in his/her midst, but mature individuals are aware of the fact that
simply being attractive is not sufficient to
sustain a satisfactory relationship. When
people choose partners, they are more
concerned with how the other person will
fit in their lives. This is where the personality becomes important. An individual
contemplates how the other person makes
him/her feel, which outweighs the single
factor of physical attractiveness. It is not
rare to hear stories of individuals becoming attracted to and growing to love someone only after they had spent much time
with that person. The time spent together
allows intimacy to develop, deepening the
attraction the individuals share. In other
words, while the personality is not necessary for initial physical attraction, it has
the power to promote strong feelings of
attraction, and it can only enhance the
potential for a relationship.
When asked to choose which physical
features university students found attractive in their potential mate, they chose the
smile and general attractiveness, in that
order. The second most sought after trait
was general attractiveness. When comparing Naumann’s results, men and women ranked these traits in reverse. Why is
it that the results are ranked very highly,
but neither proves to be constant? Perhaps the smile is more important among a

Figure 3. Likelihood of entering into a relationship with a person from the same or different
ethnic group.

	
  

	
  

Figure 4. Likelihood of entering into a relationship with a person from the same or different
racial background.

sample of university students because the
university is the first level of higher education. This is a time when people are
becoming more independent and finding
themselves, no doubt a vulnerable period
in their lives. It was quite surprising that
such a small gesture can have such a large
impact, even though it supports the literature that suggests its significance at the
time of initial attraction (Walsh & Hewitt,
1985). Smiling is a warm, welcoming
gesture that signals openness to others at

time when many are feeling overwhelmed
and isolated. For many students, being
in college is their first time away from
their parents in an unfamiliar environment. They are hoping to befriend others and form close bonds. Naumann’s
sample included anyone over the age of
21, while this study focused primarily on
undergraduates. For this study, the age of
participants fell mostly between 18 and
25. The varying age within his sample,
therefore, yields different results because
9
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there are different life experiences that
accompany age, such as getting married,
raising a family, divorcing, and becoming
a widow. Everyone does not encounter
these circumstances, but for the vast majority, this reflects the life cycle.
A similarity found between Naumann’s
study and this one is that the students
were more attracted to fun than any of
the other personality traits. Traditional
age students are more likely to seek out
“fun” partners because they can feed off
this positive energy, feeling stress free in
an environment that is filled with the pressure of constant deadlines. Naumann
concluded that his sample was also interested in a fun personality. Men rated fun
as their most significant factor in attraction, while women rated it as their fourth
most significant factor (following intelligence, kindness, and humor, respectively).
Women in Naumann’s study found humor
to be the most attractive personality trait,
which is closely related to fun. Someone
who is not fun would not be perceived as
having a good sense of humor.
The overall most desired trait and perhaps the most astonishing result from both
studies was the personality. When falling
in love, the personality is associated with
a long-term relationship, while lust that is
highly driven by physical attractiveness.
Attitudinal similarity is conveyed through
the personality, which lets the other person know how that person is likely to respond in a particular situation, especially
within the context of a relationship.
For this study and Naumann’s study,
shared traits including similarity, religion,
ethnic group and race were important features of the other person for over half the
participants. Each of these traits is linked
to a commonality in background. People
are subconsciously drawn to others who
have the same familial background. The
familiarity breeds comfort. The more
alike two individuals are, the more likely
those individuals are to have a stable,
long-lasting, and happy union.
A relationship developed most often
when the participant had experienced
love. In other words, individuals are
in the process of falling in love over the
course of dating or spending a lot of time
with each other before entering into a
10
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relationship. If dating proves disastrous,
then there will not be a relationship. On
the other hand, if dating is fruitful, the
two become a couple with hopes that
their love will unite them for a great while.
Additionally, it should be noted that those
raised by both biological parents, especially those whose parents remained married or were widowed, were most likely to
experience falling in love and enter into
a relationship. In line with the literature,
these students probably witnessed a more
stable union between their parents and
were more likely to emulate what their
parents modeled and thus entered into
a relationship. It is necessary to model
healthy relationships so that positive values and coping mechanisms can be present in future relationships through intergenerational transmission.
The results of this study further substantiate evidence from previous research
involving interpersonal romantic attraction and relationships. As demonstrated
in this study, the way an individual loves
and to whom that individual is attracted
are visibly affected by the relationships
modeled by their caregivers, which supports the attachment and similarity theories (Holman et al., 2009; Luo & Zhang,
2009; Holland & Roisman; 2010), as well
as the theory of beauty as a catalyst for
attraction (Toma & Hancock, 2010).
The goal of this study is to further the
research in the area of love and attraction
with regards to university students. Results from this study cannot be generalized to the general undergraduate student
population because there may be different regional climates that affect what students find attractive in other places, such
as the Southwest or the East Coast. Additionally, the majority of students who
responded that they had not been in love
did not complete the survey while others did. They also expressed distress that
they were not able to complete the study.
Future research could examine the qualitative as well as quantitative approach to
clear up any doubt as to what information
the participants are trying to provide.

References
Allen, J. B., Kenrick, D. T., & Linder, D. E. (1989). Arousal
and attraction: A response facilitation alternative to
misattribution and negative-reinforcement models.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 261-270.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.57.2.261
Buunk, B., & Bosman, J. (1986). Attitude similarity and
attraction in marital relationships. Journal of Social
Psychology, 126(1), 133-134. Retrieved from http://www.
tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/00224545.asp
Buss, D. M. (1988). The evolution of human intrasexual
competition: Tactics of mate attraction. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 616-628.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.54.4.616
Carpentier, F. D., Knobloch-Westerwick, S., & Blumhoff,
A. (2007). Naughty versus nice: Suggestive pop
music influences on perceptions of potential
romantic partners. Media Psychology, 9, 1-17.
doi:10.1080/15213260701279515
Cohen, B., Waugh, G., & Place, K. (1989). At the movies:
An unobtrusive study of arousal attraction. The Journal of
Social Psychology, 129(5), 691-693. Retrieved from http://
www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/00224545.asp
Cutler, W. B., Friedmann, E., & McCoy, N. L. (1998).
Pheromonal influences on sociosexual behavior
in men. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 27, 1-13.
doi:10.1023/A:1018637907321
Feingold, A. (1990). Gender differences in effects
of physical attractiveness on romantic attraction: A
comparison across five research paradigms. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 59, 981-993.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.59.5.981
Giddens, A. (1992). The transmission of intimacy: Sexuality,
love & eroticism in modern societies. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press.
Holland, A. S., & Roisman, G. I. (2010). Adult attachment
security and young adults’ dating relationships over time:
Self-reported, observational, and physiological evidence.
Developmental Psychology, 46, 552-557. doi:10.1037/
a0018542
Kalick, S. M., & Hamilton, T. E. (1986). The matching
hypothesis reexamined. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 51, 673-682. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.51.4.673
Lamanna, M. A., & Reidmann, A. (2009). Marriages &
families: Making choices in a diverse society (10th ed.).
Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth.

Langlois, J. H., Roggman, L. A., & Rieser-Danner, L. A.
(1990). Infants’ differential social responses to attractive
and unattractive faces. Developmental Psychology, 26, 153159. doi:10.1037/0012-1649.26.1.153
Leitner, L. M., & Klion, R. E. (1986). Construct
similarity, self-meaningfulness, and interpersonal
attraction. Journal of Personality, 54, 506-512.
doi:10.1111/j.1467-6494.1986.tb00409.x
Lemay, E. P., & Clark, M. S. (2008). How the head
liberates the heart: Projection of communal
responsiveness guides relationship promotion.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 94, 647-671.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.94.4.647
Margolin, L., & White, L. K. (1987). The continuing role
of physical attractiveness in marriage. Journal of Marriage
and Family, 49, 21-27. doi:10.2307/j100234
Meston, C. M., & Frohlich, P. F. (2003). Love at first
fright: Partner salience moderates roller-coaster-induced
excitation transfer. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 32, 537544. doi:10.1023/A:1026037527455
Miller, S. L., & Maner, J. K. (2010). Scent of a
woman: Men’s testosterone responses to olfactory
ovulation cues. Psychological Science, 21, 276-283.
doi:10.1177/0956797609357733
Naumann, E. (2001). Love at first sight. Naperville, IL:
Sourcebooks, Inc.
Nevid, J. S. (1984). Sex differences in factors of romantic
attraction. Sex Roles, 11, 401-411. doi:10.1007/
BF00287468
Oner, B. (2000). Relationship satisfaction and dating
experience: Factors affecting future time orientation in
relationships with the opposite sex. Journal of Psychology,
134(5), 527-536. Retrieved from http://www.tandf.
co.uk/journals/VJRL
Sakalli-Ugurlu, N. (2003). How do romantic relationship
satisfaction, gender stereotypes, and gender relate
to future time orientation in romantic relationships?
Journal of Psychology, 137(3), 294-303. Retrieved from
http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/VJRL
Schafer, R. B., & Keith, P. M. (1990). Matching by weight
in married couples: A life cycle perspective. Journal of
Social Psychology, 130(5), 657-664. Retrieved from http://
www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/00224545.asp
Simon, V., Aikins, J., & Prinstein, M. (2008). Romantic
partner selection and socialization during early
adolescence. Child Development, 79, 1676-1692.
doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2008.01218.x

11
VOLUME 14, 2010

Smith, G. J. (1985). Facial and full-length ratings of
attractiveness related to the social interactions of young
children. Sex Roles, 12(34), 287-293. Retrieved from
http://www.springer.com/psychology/personality+%26+
social+psychology/journal/11199
Snyder, M., Berscheid, E., & Glick, P. (1985). Focusing on
the exterior and the interior: Two investigations of the
initiation of personal relationships. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 48, 1427-1439. doi:10.1037/00223514.48.6.1427
Sprecher, S. (1989). The importance to males and
females of physical attractiveness, earning potential,
and expressiveness in initial attraction. Sex Roles, 21(9),
591-607. Retrieved from http://www.springer.com/
psychology/personality+%26+social+psychology/
journal/11199
Stiles, D. A., Gibbons, J. L., & Hardardottir, S., &
Schnellmann, J. (1987). The ideal man or woman
as described by young adolescents in Iceland and the
United States. Sex Roles, 17, 313-320. doi:10.1007/
BF00288455
Tang, S., & Zuo, J. (2000). Dating attitudes and behaviors
of American and Chinese college students. Social Science
Journal, 37, 67-78. doi:10.1016/S0362-3319(99)00066-X
Toma, C. L., & Hancock, J. T. (2010). Looks and lies:
The role of physical attractiveness in online dating selfpresentation and deception. Communication Research, 37,
335-351. doi:10.1177/0093650209356437
Townsend, J. M., & Levy, G. D. (1990). Effects of potential
partners’ costume and physical attractiveness on sexuality
and partner selection. Journal of Psychology, 124(4), 371389. Retrieved from http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/
VJRL
Williamson, S., & Hewitt, J. (1986). Attire, sexual allure,
and attractiveness. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 63, 981-982.
Retrieved from http://www.amsciepub.com/loi/pms

12
The Social Psychology of Love and Attraction
GVSU McNair Scholars Journal

